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While we may be quick to acknowledge the power of 
the pen, we often underestimate the power of song to 
heal and strengthen us — body, mind, and soul. 

One of the most vibrant and righteous champions 
and purveyors of this power of song is the Washington, 
D.C.-based group Sweet Honey In The Rock. This a 
cappella ensemble travels around the world making soul- 
stirring music with the might and majesty of their voices 
alone —unaccompanied by no other instruments except 
their bodies and an occasional percussion instrument 
such as the tambourine, rhythm sticks, or the shekere. 

To fully appreciate Sweet Honey In The Rock is to 
understand that she is not just a singing group; but rather, 
a traveling cultural institution, dedicated to the preser- 
vation and celebration of Black culture. For her per- 
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formances of songs and the singing traditions of people 

of African descent are, in fact, lessons on the life-enhancing 

principles contained in the songs and their very singing. 
Along with the breathtaking harmonies, innovative 

improvisation, and stunning vocal acrobatics, one of 

Sweet Honey In The Rock’s extraordinary features is 

the different kinds of music she performs: gospel, blues, 

jazz, reggae, folk songs, rap, West African chants, and 

more. The messages in the music are equally diverse 

and compelling. The group’s repertoire includes songs 

of protest against racism, sexism and other forms of 

oppression, along with pride-inspiring songs of tribute 

to civil and human rights activists such as Ella Baker, 

Stephen Biko, Fannie Lou Hamer, Malcolm X, Winnie 
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Mandela, and Martin Luther King, Jr. She also sings 
about love, joy, and respect for all creation, and about 
various stages—from birth to death—in the cycle of life. 

Within the African American congregational song 
style there are no soloists. While the song leader starts 
the song, the song can’t be finished unless everyone 
present joins in, In celebration of this tradition, Sweet 
Honcy In The Rock reaches out and invites her audience 
to join in the creation of song. As audience members 
participate they are reminded that, as the group’s found- 
er and artistic director Bernice Johnson Reagon has said: 
“Singing is not a luxury, it is a requirement.” 

Bernice Johnson Reagon founded Sweet Honey In 
The Rock in 1973, as an outgrowth of her work as vocal 
director of the Black Repertory Theater in Washington, 
D.C. Since then, some 20 African American women 
have lent their voices to the group. Change, however, 
has not been a stumbling-block. In confronting the 
inevitability of change, Sweet Honey In The Rock has 
not only survived, but thrived. Her sound and her com- 


mitment to the transmission and celebration of Black 
culture have remained as sweet and rich as honey and 
as solid as a rock. 

Besides Bernice Johnson Reagon, the current mem- 
bers of the group are: Ysaye Maria Barnwell, Nitanju 
Bolade Casel, Evelyn Harris, and Aisha Kahlil. The quin- 
tet’s music is made accessible to the deaf and hearing 
impaired through the talents of sign language interpre- 
ter Akua Kyerewaa Opokuwaa who sings with her 
hands, facial expressions and body movements. 

Although her music and performance are grounded 
in the Black experience, Sweet Honey In The Rock’s 
potential to heal and strengthen knows no bounds. 
Over the years, she has shared her music and her mes- 
sage with thousands upon thousands of people from 
all walks of life, with performances at educational in- 
stitutions and community and cultural centers in cities 
across the nation, as well as in major concert halls and 
theaters in the US, Canada, Japan, Australia and var- 
ious nations in Africa, Europe, and the Caribbean. 


This study guide was developed for use in the Family Enrichment Project sponsored by the Victoria 
Foundation and administered by the Carter G. Woodson Foundation. The purpose of the Family 
Enrichment Project is to expand and enrich the cultural and life experiences of Newark parents 
and children through performances, workshops and educational resource materials focusing on 
ties of Sweet Honey In The Rock. 
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The members of Sweet Honey In The Rock are 
stage. Their work as individuals toward the liber 
improvement of society as a whole enhances their i 


YSAYE MARIA BARNWELL 


joined the group in 1979 and has 
composed some of its most popular 
songs. She is an experienced chor- 
al director who conducts work- 
shops based in the African Ameri- 
can song and singing traditions 
for “exploring” singers. Barnwell 
holds a Ph.D. in speech pathology 
and a M.S. in public health. From 
this reservoir of experience, she 
administers and implements com- 
munity-based projects in health, 
computer technology, and the arts. 


NITANJU BOLADE CASEL 
joined the group in 1985. She has 
extensive training, research and 
teaching experience in African 
derived traditions, belonging to 
those pioneering communities of 
young African Americans who 
during the late 1960s and 1970s 
actually lived their roots by, for 
example, adopting African names, 
wearing African traditional clothing, 
and appropriating other features 
of African culture and lifeways; 
and in so doing they led the way 
toward the redefinition and acces- 
sibility of African expressive cul- 
ture within the US. Casel is co-di- 
rector (with her sister Aisha Kahlil) 
of First World Productions, a cul- 
tural and educational organization 
in the performance arts. 


EVELYN HARRIS joined the 
group in 1974, She is a vocal and 
compositional specialist in experi- 
mental choral music and theater 
and has written and arranged many 
of the group’s songs. Her compo- 
sition and performance of ““Emer- 
gency” brought the group a 
GRAMMY nomination in 1988. 
Harris also works as an editorial 
publishing consultant. 


Sweet Honey In The Rock has made the following recordings: 


All For Freedom (Music for Little People, 1989) 
Breaths: Best of Sweet Honey In The Rock (Cooking Vinyl, 1989) 
Live at Carnegie Hall (Flying Fish, 1988) 


The Other Side (Flying Fish, 1985) 


Feel Something Drawing Me On (Flying Fish, 1985) 
We All... Everyone of Us (Flying Fish, 1983) 


Good News (Flying Fish, 1982) 


Bilieve I'll Run On...See What the End’s Gonna Be (Redwood Records, 1978) 
Sweet Honey In The Rock (Flying Fish, 1976) 


omen of accomplishment both on and off the 
ion and advancement of their people and the 
pact as a cultural ensemble. 


AISHA KAHLIL joined the group 
in 1981. She is an experienced sin- 
ger in jazz, gospel, and African tra- 
ditional styles, as well as an inno- 
yative composer. She has moved 
the group into experimenting with 
vocal improvisations. As a perform- 
ing artist and master teacher in 
voice and dance, she specializes 

in the integration of traditional 
and contemporary forms of music, 
dance, and theater. She is co-direc- 
tor, with her sister Nitanju Bolade 
Casel, of First World Productions, a 
cultural and educational organi- 
zation in the performance arts. 


AKUA KYEREWAA OPOKU- 
WAA, the group’s sign language 
interpreter, is a founding member 
of Black Deaf Advocates, Inc. and 
board member of the Maryland 
School for the Deaf. As a specialist 
in performance sign language in- 
terpreting she has worked with 
many artists, including In Process..., 
Castleberry and Dupree, and Hattie 
Gossett. She advises African Amer- 
ican churches on making their 
services more accessible to the deaf 
and hearing impaired as well as 
conducts workshops and lectures 
on topics such as deaf awareness, 
sign language and women’s and 
civil rights issues. Opokuwaa is 
also a senior Highway Safety Spe- 
cialist with the US Department of 
Transportation’s National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration. She 
develops and markets programs 

to prevent alcohol and drug im- 
paired driving. 


BERNICE JOHNSON REAGON 
is the group’s founder and artistic 
director as well as a composer of 
many of its songs. With a Ph.D. in 
history, she is a specialist in African 
American oral, performance, and 
protest traditions and has been in 
the forefront of efforts to advance 
the study and understanding of 
African American culture and his- 
tory. During the Civil Rights move- 
ment she was a member of the ori- 
ginal SNCC (Student Non-Violent 
Coordinating Committee) Freedom 
Singers. She is currently a curator 
in the Division of Community Life 
at the Smithsonian Institution, 
National Museum of American 
History. In 1989 she received the 
MacArthur Foundation Award for 
outstanding achievement in the 
field of African American Culture 
and History. 


Sweet Honey In The Rock has received numerous awards, including: 


© 1989 All For Freedom received the Parents Choice 
Award, the American Library Association’s Award 
for Notable Childrens Recording, and the National 
Association of Independent Record Distributors 
(NAIRD) Award for Best Childrens Album. 

1989 Washington, D.C. Mayor's Arts Award for 
Excellence for Artistic Discipline. 

@ 1988 GRAMMY Award in Traditional Folk Category 
for “Sylvie” on the recording A Vision Shared: A Tribute 
to Woodie Guthrie and Leadbelly (produced by Columbia 
Records and Smithsonian Folkways Recordings). 


© 1988 GRAMMY Nomination in Contemporary Folk 
Category for “Emergency” on the recording Live at 
Carnegie Hall. 


© National Association of Independent Record Distrib- 
utors (NAIRD): Best Women’s Album of 1979 & Best 
Gospel Album of 1985. 


© Washington Area Music Awards (WAMMIES): Best 
Gospel Artists of 1987, 1988, 1989 & Best Ethnic 
Group 1987. 
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What’s In A Name? 


The group’s name comes from a song found in the Southern Black and White sacred music tradition. The 
lyrics are based on a parable that speaks of a land so rich that when you crack the rocks honey flows 
from them. As she has evolved, Sweet Honey In The Rock has come to see the phrase as a metaphor 
for African American women because, as Bernice Johnson Reagon has expressed it: “Through our sojourn 
as Black women we have had to be strong with staying power beyond our strength; and as mothers and 
lovers we have been and are, as honey, sweet-sweet.” 


Orientation For Sweet Honey In The Rock 


Workshop & Concert 


© Explain to your group that their Sweet Honey In The 
Rock experience will consist of a two-part workshop 
and a concert. 


® Brief your group on the nature and scope of the 
workshop they will attend. 


® Advise your group to keep a journal on their Sweet 
Honey In The Rock experience (workshop and con- 
cert). Explain to them that they should use the jour- 
nal to record what they learn, the thoughts and 
feelings the experiences prompt, and any questions 
they might have. Explain to them that this will not 
only seal the experience in their hearts and minds, 
but also prove useful for follow-up activities at a 
later date. 


© Give your group a taste of Sweet Honey In The Rock 
by playing selected segments of the video “The Songs 
Are Free” and/or a few songs on the audio cassettes 
provided. 


New Words 


© Review with your group words they should know in 
order to get the most out of the experience. Such a 
list might include: 


a cappella: without instrumental accompaniment. 

composer: a person who creates a tune. 

culture: the arts, skills, customs and beliefs of a 
given people. 

ensemble: a group of singers, musicians, or other 
kinds of performers. 

harmony: a pleasing combination of tones; 
agreement in feelings, ideas, or actions. 

improvisation: the art of composition in performance. 

percussion: a musical instrument that produces a 
tone when struck. 

quintet: a group of five singers. 

repertoire: the standard collection of songs, plays, 
or dances a group performs. 

shekere: an instrument made from a gourd with 
beads strung around it. 

vocal: having to do with voice or speaking. 


e After the viewing/listening, engage your group in a 
discussion about their thoughts and impressions of 
Sweet Honey In The Rock thus far. Pose questions 
such as: 


. If you had to describe who Sweet Honey In The 
Rock is and what she is about in one or two sen- 
tences, what would you say? 


N 


. What were the different songs about? 


w 


. What song(s) did you enjoy most and why? 


e 


What did the different songs make you feel or 
think about? 


5. If asked to draw your impressions of the music, 
what colors and images might you include? 


Follow-up Activities 


® Make available to your group several concert reviews 
from newspapers and popular magazines. After dis- 
cussing the various components of these reviews, have 
each member of your group write a review of the 
Sweet Honey In The Rock concert. 


® Have your group write a letter describing their work- 
shop and what they learned in it to the groups who 
participated in the other five workshops. Ask the 
other groups to respond in kind. After you have 
received letters from other groups, have a group dis- 
cussion comparing and contrasting the various work- 
shops, with particular emphasis on the ties that bind. 


® Have your group (individually or in small groups) 
make a word and/or picture collage that expresses 
what they learned or enjoyed most about the 
workshop, the concert, or both. 


© Have your group (individually or in small groups) 
do research on one of the styles of music they were 
exposed to and prepare an oral or written report for 
an upcoming session. 


For Further Reading 


The following may be helpful resources: 


The Spirituals and the Blues by James H. Cone 
(Orbis Books, 1991) 


Composition One: The Original Compositions of Bernice 
Johnson Reagon (Songtalk Publishing, 1986) 


Somebody's Calling My Name: Black Sacred Music and Social 
Change by Wyatt Tee Walker (Judson Press, 1979) 


The Gospel Sound by Tony Heilbut (Simon & Schuster, 1971) 


The Music of Black Americans by Eileen Southern 
(W.W. Norton, 1971) 


The Negro and His Music by Alain Locke (Arno Press, 1961) 


The Books of American Negro Spirituals edited by James 
Weldon Johnson (Viking, 1964) 


e 
Recommend the following books to the members of 
your group as a means of increasing their knowledge 
and understanding of the Black experience: 
Here I Stand (autobiography) by Paul Robeson 
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou 
The Autobiography of Malcolm X by Malcolm X with 
Alex Haley 
Letter from Birmingham City Jail by Martin Luther King, Jr. 
The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches by W.E.B. 
Du Bois 
Developing Positive Self-Esteem and Discipline in Black 
Children by Jawanza Kunjufu 


Countering The Conspiracy to Destroy Black Boys, vols. 
1 & II by Jawanza Kunjufu 


Black Men: Obsolete, Single, Dangerous? The Afrikan 
American Family in Transition, Essays in Discovery, 
Solution, and Hope by Haki R. Madhubuti 


In Search of Our Mother's Gardens: Womanist Prose by 
Alice Walker 


Written by: Tonya Bolden 
Designed by: Carol T. Jenkins 


educational activities. 


Additional Information provided by Sweet Honey In The Rock 
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The Carter G. Woodson Foundation is a multi-disciplinary arts institution that organizes and produces the OnStage 
In New Jersey Performance Series, Black Culture On Tour In America, and the Artists-In-The-Schools Program. 


The mission of the Woodson Foundation is to research, preserve, perpetuate and celebrate the creative expressions, 
the cultural heritage, and the historic achievements of African Americans through performances, exhibits and 


Double Stitch: Black Women Write About Mothers © 
Daughters edited by Patricia Bell-Scott et al. 


The People Could Fly: American Black Folktales told by 
Virginia Hamilton, illustrated by Leo and Diane Dillon. 


Children of Promise: African-American Literature and Art 
for Young People edited by Charles Sullivan 


Memory of Kin: Stories about Family by Black Writers edited 
by Mary Helen Washington 


Talk that Talk: An Anthology of African-American Storytelling 
edited by Linda Goss and Marian E. Barnes 


Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston 
Jubilee by Margaret Walker 

Go Tell It on the Mountain by James Baldwin 

The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison 

The Women of Brewster Place by Gloria Naylor 
Selected Poems of Langston Hughes 


Blues: The Story Always Untold (poetry) by 
Sterling D. Plumpp 


Under a Soprano Sky (poetry) by Sonia Sanchez 
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